Dear Dr. Stillman,

I’m pregnant and wondering if I need to find a new home for my cat.  What do you think?

Allison J.

Dear Allison, 

Congratulations on your pregnancy and your impending baby!  For the sake of other mothers out there I’m going to talk about both dogs and cats and use the encompassing term “pets” to describe them.
Unsurprisingly, I don’t think that a baby and your pet are incompatible though you’re far from alone in worrying about having a baby and a pet in the house at the same time.  I think that with a little preparation you’ll find that your pet not only doesn’t detract from your motherhood experience, but actually adds to it.  	
Many folks ask me how to prepare a pet for the arrival of a baby in the house.  Online advice pages are full of suggestions such as conspicuously carrying a baby doll around the house or bringing home the baby’s swaddling blanket for your pets to sniff before actually bringing your baby home.  I’ve always thought these are a little silly.  Believe me, your pet has been aware of the impending child for months.  Very likely, she knew you were pregnant before you did.  We’re talking about animals that can smell the difference between a freckle and a skin cancer, sense the physiological changes which precede a seizure in an epileptic, and find a few grams of cocaine hidden in a truckload of cargo.  There’s no way that your changes have gone un-noticed.   Just bring the baby home, introduce her to your cat or dog in a friendly, relaxed manner and get down to the business of being a Mom.
First let’s talk about reasons why your pet won’t detract from motherhood.  Most pets are relatively self-sufficient.  This is especially true for cats.  They require some basic care, adequate food and water, and a place to feel safe.  Of course, they also require some of your attention and love, but for every bit of attention and affection they get, they give back much more.  
	Some folks worry about a pet potentially harming their baby.  I must admit, there is a very small potential for a pet knocking over a toddler or even retaliating to a pulled tail or ear.  I think that one must always remember that a pet is an animal, and though we love them, welcome them into our families, and sometimes even allow them to sleep in our beds, they are still beasts at their core.  I feel strongly that a baby should never be left alone with a pet.  Not even for a moment while you answer the doorbell or search for your keys.   Almost every unfortunate interaction that has ever occurred between a pet and a child has been the result of inadequate supervision or a momentary lapse of oversight.  I’ve known several pet owners who’ve installed a swinging screen door on the entry to their child’s nursery to keep the cat or dog out while they did chores and the baby napped.  I think this is a great idea.  I should add that your responsibility to not leave a child alone with a pet does not end with infancy.  If anything, I think that the importance of supervision increases as your child gains mobility and can chase an anxious or frightened pet into a corner where they feel that there’s no escape except through aggression.  Just monitor and guide the interactions between your baby and pet and I’m sure you’ll have no need to worry about a potential negative interaction.
Now let’s talk about how pets enhance motherhood.  First, being a new mother can be lonely.  Babies sleep a lot and can’t carry on a conversation.  With your partner out of the house you may feel isolated or alone.  Your pet can help you to get through the difficult post-partum period and remind you of other, important parts of your life beyond the necessity of nurturing your baby.  Dogs, especially, can encourage us to leave the house and get some fresh air.  When it’s just you and the baby you may be tempted to not leave the house for long stretches of time but with your dog beckoning you out the door you’ll be encouraged to strap on the Baby Bjorn, pick up a leash and get some sunshine.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Most importantly, you love your pet.  She’s a part of your family and will welcome your baby into the world like any family member would.  I know that you’ll be glad to have her with you during those short winter days when you’re trapped in the house and need some stimulation.  Your child will grow up learning to respect life, interact with animals and be responsible for someone else.  Keep her with you and I know she’ll make it worth your while 1000 times over.


